Afghanistan did not possess any dedicated mental health services until recently, as Drs Rahimi and Azimi describe in their historical review. Within the past 30 years much progress has been made, but the impact of the Soviet invasion, the period of Taliban rule and the subsequent attempts by Western powers to create stability led to a rollercoaster ride. It is telling that there are still no community mental health teams functioning in the country.

In Iraq, Drs Al-Uzri, Abed and Abbas describe continuing problems, with a high level of violence and trauma, with major mental health consequences. We should not forget that the international sanctions preceding the overthrow of Saddam Hussein devastated the ability of doctors in Iraq to provide adequate medical care, but it seems there has been some improvement in the past 5 years. Following the US-led invasion, and the breakdown of law and order throughout the country, many doctors emigrated for their own safety. It is heartening to learn they are beginning to return.

Finally, we have seen dramatic changes in Egypt since the 'Arab spring' last year. Early hopes of an orderly change to democratic rule are still not certain to be met, but the outcome of the presidential election is encouraging. Since the overthrow of Mubarak, a failure of coherent government has resulted in reduced safety for ordinary citizens, with many terrorist incidents and a surge of criminal activity throughout the country. Dr Nagy gives us a personal account of the difficulties faced by her patients at the present time. While Egypt formerly provided good mental healthcare for many of its citizens, the future is far from predictable.
